WRVR  #192 


"GOD'S  LITTLE  PEOPLE" 
"...inasmuch  as  ye  have  done  it  unto  one  of  the  least 
of  these  my  brethren...."   (Matthew  25s40b) 


A  Sermon  by 
Dr.  Ernest  T.  Campbell 

Preached  in 

The  Riverside  Church 

in  the  City  of  New  York 


October  20,  1968 


There  is  a  story,  perhaps  apocryphal,  about  a  vigorous  atheist 
whose  eye  was  caught  by  a  sign  in  a  bookstore  that  read,  "God  is 
Nowhere."  He  purchased  the  sign,  brought  it  home  and  hung  it  above 
his  daughter's  bed.   Unbeknown  to  him  the  girl  was  taken  by  concerned 
neighbors  to  a  nearby  church  school  week  after  week.  Presently  she 
opened  her  life  to  the  love  of  God  and  became  a  Christian.   One  even- 
ing she  slipped  this  motto  from  its  frame  and  made  one  small  change 
in  the  form  of  a  vertical  line.   The  sign  as  amended  read,  "God  is 
Now  Here."  All  theists  would  affirm  this  girl's  conclusion.   We 
believe  that  the  earth  is  the  scene  of  God's  glory  and  God's  work. 
"This  is  my  Father's  World." 

But  where  on  earth  is  God?  And  what  is  it  that  God  is  about? 
There  are  always  those  who  are  quick  to  pinpoint  the  Divine  activity. 
Is  there  a  war?  God  is  on  our  side.  Are  we  in  politics?  He  favors 
our  man.  Are  we  pushing  some  cause?   God  is  pushing  too.  Are  two 
ideologies  in  conflict?   God  is  with  us. 

The  face  of  history  has  been  ravaged  across  the  centuries  by 
people  of  fanatical  inclination  who  were  sure  they  knew  what  God  was 
up  to.   Jesus,  however,  gave  us  warning  against  thiss   "If  anyone 
says  to  you,  'Lo,  here  is  the  Christ!'  or  'There  He  is P  do  not  be- 
lieve it.  For  false  Christs  and  false  prophets  will  arise  and  show 
great  signs  and  wonders,  so  as  to  lead  astray,  if  possible,  even  the 
elect."  (Mt.  24;23-24)  We  must  be  aware  of  the  "Lo  here,  Lo  there" 
syndrome,  the  tendency  to  too  easily  identify  the  work  and  place  of 
God.  What  is  God  about?  What  is  He  up  to?  Can  we  really  know  or 
must  we  settle  for  a  respectful  agnosticism  on  the  question? 

The  clue  to  the  sympathies  and  the  work  of  God  is  found  in 
many  places  in  the  Scriptures  but  nowhere  more  clearly  than  in  the 
25th  Chapter  of  the  Gospel  of  Our  Lord  According  to  St.  Matthew. 
There  we  find  the  parable  of  the  last  judgment.   In  the  great  assize 
the  sheep  are  separated  from  the  goats.   On  what  basis?  Skin  pigmen- 
tation? Theological  acumen?  The  ability  to  grapple  with  deep  questions? 
No,  the  separation  is  made  on  the  basis  of  help  that  was  given  or 
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withheld  from  the  underslders  of  life  -  the  hungry,  the  thirsty,  the 
stranger,  the  naked,  the  sick  and  the  Imprisoned „ 

This  is  no  exceptional  passage,  for  the  grain  of  both  the  Old 
and  New  Testaments  runs  in  this  same  direction.  There  are  three  words 
that  seem  to  toll  like  giant  bells  in  the  carillon  of  Old  Testament 
revelation.  Those  words  are  the  "sojourner,"  or  the  stranger,  the 
"fatherless,"  and  the  "widow".  Notice  for  example,  these  words  from 
the  ancient  book  of  Exodus,  "You  shall  not  wrong  a  stranger  or  oppress 
him,  for  you  were  strangers  in  the  land  of  Egypt.  You  shall  not  af- 
flict any  widow  or  orphan.   If  you  do  afflict  them,  and  they  cry  out 
to  me,  I  will  surely  hear  their  cry."  (Ex.  22s21-23)  And  from  a 
later  part  of  the  law,  from  the  book  of  Deuteronomy,  the  10th  chapter* 
"He  executes  justice  for  the  fatherless  and  the  widow,  and  loves  the 
sojourner,  giving  him  food  and  clothing.98  (Deut.  10sl8)  These  words 
from  the  24th  chapter  of  Deuteronomy  help  to  establish  the  same  points 
"When  you  reap  your  harvest  in  your  field,  and  have  forgotten  a  sheaf 
in  the  field,  you  shall  not  go  back  to  get  it;  it  shall  be  for  the 
sojourner,  the  fatherless,  and  the  widow j  that  the  Lord  your  God  may 
bless  you  in  all  the  work  of  your  hands.  When  you  beat  your  olive 
trees,  you  shall  not  go  over  the  boughs  again^  it  shall  be  for  the 
sojourner,  the  fatherless,  and  the  widow.  When  you  gather  the  grapes 
of  your  vineyard,  you  shall  not  glean  it  afterwards;  it  shall  be  for 
the  sojourner,  the  fatherless,  and  the  widow. :'  (Deut.  24;  19-21) 

The  prophets  who  came  along  later,  and  in  particular  the  pro- 
phets of  the  eighth  century,  rang  the  changes  On  these  same  points. 
Our  Lord  himself  on  that  landmark  occasion  when  He  began  his  public 
ministry  chose  to  read  these  words s   "The  Spirit  of  the  Lord  is  upon 
me,  because  he  has  anointed  me  to  preach  good  news  to  the  poor.  He 
has  sent  me  to  proclaim  release  to  the  captives  and  recovering  of 
sight  to  the  blind,  to  set  at  liberty  those  who  are  oppressed,  to 
proclaim  the  acceptable  year  of  the  Lordvm(Lk4sl8)  One  of  the  first 
actions  of  the  infant  church  was  to  establish  a  Doard  of  deacons  so 
that  widows  who  stood  in  need  might  be  properly  and  adequately  min- 
istered to.  The  early  Christians  were  enjoined  to  love  one  another; 
"to  do  good  to  all  men,  and  especially  to  those  who  are  of  the  house- 
hold of  faith."  (Gal.  6sl0)  James  was  brave  enough  to  attempt  a 
definition  of  religion,  and  it  came  out  this  way,  "Religion  that  is 
pure  and  undefiled  before  God  and  the  Father  is  this;  to  visit  orphans 
and  widows  in  their  affliction,  and  to  keep  oneself  unstained  from  the 
world."  (Jas.  1:27) 

The  sojourner,  the  fatherless,  the  widows  these  are  the  dis- 
enfranchised people.   God,  it  would  seem,  wishes  us  to  focus  on  the 
accidental  and  wilful  casualties  of  life.  These  are  God's  little 
people.   Not  big  on  power,  not  big  on  money,  not  big  on  influence* 
but  big  with  God!  We  speak  frequently  about  the  dignity  of  man.  The 
word,   dignity",  is  too  weak.  We  must  speak  about  the  sanctity  of 
man,  for  the  imprimatur  of  the  Divine  is  upon  these  little  ones0  The 
image  of  God  can  be  defaced  but  it  cannot  be  effaced. 
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In  other  words,  God  Is  at  work  with  those  whom  we  are  least 
likely  or  least  willing  to  notice.   He  calls  us  to  see  people,  not 
problems.   We  have  a  faculty  for  g@$fi&%$$j$fe   people  into  problems 
and  dealing  with  them  coldly.   Donald  Reed  of  Birmingham,  commenting 
on  the  story  of  the  Good  Samaritan,  says,  "How  roundly  Jesus  condemns 
the  deep  blasphemy  of  our  slick  preoccupation  with  'problems, '  when 
all  the  time  there  are  no  such  things  as  'problems' j  there  are  only 
people,  people  in  need.  A  preoccupation  with  problems  is  one  of  the 
occupational  diseases  of  being  a  Christian  In  the  modern  world.  A 
propensity  for  shutting  ourselves  off  from  reality  behind  a  smoke- 
screen of  words  is  the  most  insidious  of  the  many  'sins  that  do  so 
easily  beset  us.?."l  The  hungry,  the  thirsty,  the  stranger,  the  naked, 
the  sick,  the  imprisoned  -  this  is  our  docket.  They  are  our  business! 
This  is  where  God  is  and  this  is  where  we  will  be  if  we  take  God 
seriously. 

But  now  the  questions  How  do  we  go  about  the  business  of 
ministering  to  God's  little  people?  There  are  three  ways  basically 
that  have  unfolded  in  the  course  of  Christian  history.  I  hasten  to 
add  that  these  three  are  not  in  conflict  with  each  other,  They  can  all 
be  operative,  and  should  be,  at  the  same  time. 

Historically,  God's  people  first  ministered  to  the  little  ones 
by  extending  help  on  a  personal  one-to-one  basis.  They  gave  themselves 
to  what  Wordsworth  once  described  as  "those  little  nameless  unremem- 
bered  acts  of  kindness  and  of  love."   Outsiders  said  of  those  earliest 
Christians,  "Behold  how  they  love  one  another."  There  is  more  of  this 
personal  attentiveness  In  any  parish  than  meets  the  eye.  Sometime  1 
should  like  to  preach  a  sermon  on  "The  Church  the  World  Can't  See." 
As  I  make  my  pastoral  rounds  I  find  more  times  than  not  that  my  people 
have  already  been  there  before  me  -  in  that  depressing  home  for  the 
aged,  in  that  sick  room,  in  that  hospital,  in  that  apartment  where 
death  has  recently  come.  But  of  course,  this  sermon  will  never  be 
preached,  for  we  are  not  to  trumpet  our  goodness.  The  left  hand  must 
not  know  what  the  right  hand  is  doing.  Yet,  beneath  the  surface  of 
any  parish  there  is  this  network  of  mutual  concern.  When  Dr.  Louis 
L.  Cameron  was  about  to  leave  the  city  of  Mortlach  in  Scotland  he  went 
over  to  say  goodbye  and  square  accounts  with  the  town's  funeral  direc- 
tor, Harry  McCombie.  After  some  deeply  felt  farewells  Dr.  Cameron 
said  he  would  like  to  settle  his  bill.  The  undertaker  told  him  that 
there  was  no  bill,  that  the  account  was  clear.  Said  Dr.  Cameron, 
"But  you  haven't  billed  me  yet  for  the  funeral  of  my  little  son,  Neal." 
Harry  McCombie  answered,  "If  you  had  to  bear  the  sorrow,  surely  I 
could  bear  the  expense,,"  "Those  little  nameless  unremembered  acts  of 
kindness  and  of  love"  -  and  regardless  of  the  structure  of  the  society 
in  which  we  live,  such  kindness  will  never  be  obsolete. 

^-Rev.  Donald  Reed  of  Birmingham,  England  on  the  subject  of  the  Good 
Samaritan.   THE  EXPOSITORY  TIMES,  Aug  1966.  p  3^9-50. 


Dr.  Ernest  T.  Campbell  -  4  -  WRVR  #192 

The  second  way  by  which  the  church  has  sought  to  minister  to 
God's  little  ones  might  be  described  as  the  way  of  organized  benevo- 
lence,,  Many  of  man's  needs  are  repetitive.  We  have,  therefore, 
established,  particularly  in  the  Christian  world,  welfare  agencies 
and  service  organizations,,   One  girl  comes  to  Chicago  from  the  farm- 
lands and  it  is  possible  to  relate  her  to  a  family  in  the  big  city. 
When  a  thousand  girls  come  from  the  farm  country  to  the  city  in  one 
month,  you  get  the  YWCA.   One  boy  wishes  to  be  introduced  to  the 
disciplines  of  self-reliance  and  the  wonders  of  the  out-of-doors „ 
A  man  bends  to  the  task  and  becomes  a  father  to  his  son.  When  dozens 
of  boys  in  a  given  community  want  this  same  experience  you  get  the 
Boy  Scouts  of  America.  We  find  across  this  land,  and  indeed  across 
the  world,  an  elaborate  system  of  organizations  carefully  built  to 
express  the  good  will  and  extend  the  helpfulness  of  the  community. 
It  is  here  that  we  find  our  homes  for  the  aged,  our  schools  for 
orohans,  our  day  nurseries,  our  hospitals,  our  halfway  houses,  and 
all  the  rest.   The  Christian  conscience  having  been  sensi- 
tized has  coupled  this  sensitivity  with  organizational  know-how  so 
that  needed  help  might  be  rendered  dependable,  uniform  and  constant. 
When  the  personal  touch  is  maintained,  the  spirit  of  Jesus  Christ 
comes  through  in  these  organized  expressions  of  concern.   United 
Funds  across  the  country  are  examples  par  excellence. 

But  there  is  a  third  way  in  which  Christian  people  have  sought 
to  minister  to  God's  little  people.   This  is  by  attempting  to  change 
the  structures  that  produce  the  hungry,  the  thirsty,  the  stranger, 
the  naked,  the  sick  and  the  imprisoned.  We  are  coming  to  recognize 
more  and  more  what  we  should  have  recognized  long  ago;  namely,  that 
structures  are  not  neutral.   They  are  not  simply  there.  When  struc- 
trues  are  less  than  righteous  they  will  produce  casualties  faster 
than  the  church  can  help.   What  do  we  mean  by  structures?  We  mean 
simply  the  established  arrangements  under  which  people  live.   Structures 
have  to  do  with  where  people  can  reside,  who  can  vote,  how  public  ed- 
ucation is  made  available,  what  the  prevailing  wage  scale  is,  whose 
sons  should  be  drafted  for  a  war  in  Vietnam,  how  justice  is  administered 
These  systems  are  not  to  be  assumed  sacrosanct  and  inviolate.  They  make 
a  telling  impact  on  the  life  of  every  one  of  us. 

Do  I  hear  someone  saying  in  quiet  protest,  "But  the  early  church 
did  none  of  this?  When  Paul  was  alive,  or  Peter  or  James  there  were 
social  evils  in  the  world,  women  were  kept  down,  slavery  was  rampant, 
the  war  machinery  of  Rome  was  oppressive,  the  tax  system  abusive.  Yet, 
in  no  place  in  the  New  Testament  do  we  read  that  the  earliest  Christians 
were  to  attempt  to  change  those  structures."  This  is  a  complaint  that 
deserves  an  honest  answer.  And  the  answer  is  that  our  situation  in 
this  country  is  not  comparable  in  any  way  to  the  situation  of  those 
Christians  in  the  Roman  Empire.  They  were  a  aathetically  small  minority. 
Most  of  them,  up  to  eighty  percent,  were   claves.   They  had  no  money,  they 
had  no  vote,  they  had  no  influence.   Our  relationship  to  this  country 
is  different  from  their  relationship  to  Rome.  We  have  the  power,  we 
have  the  vote,  we  have  the  influence,  we  have  material  means.   Some 


Dr.  Ernest  T.  Campbell  _  5  -  WRVR  #192 

62  percent  of  us  In  this  country  claim  an  allegiance  to  the  Judaeo- 
Christian  tradition,,  We  cannot,  therefore,  simply  sit  back  and  ask, 
"What  are  they  doing  in  Washington?"  We  are  the  they."  We  are 
responsible  for  the  structures  that-  either  bless  or  blight  the  life 
of  men  around  us . 

Let  me  try  to  illustrate  what  I  mean.  Let's  imagine  that  next 
summer  as  you  are  driving  toward  your  vacation  haunt  you  overtake  a 
loosely  slatted  truck  in  which  aredherded  a  tightly  packed  company  of 
poor  and  unkempt  people.  Presently  it  dawns  on  you  that  these  are 
migrant  workers  being  carted  to  pick  potatoes  on  Long  Island  or  grapes 
in  Michigan  or  California.  As  you  make  your*  way  to  your  vacation 
cottage  your  conscience  begins  to  gnaw  away  at  you.  Here  you  are  in 
this  comfort  while  just  on  the  other  side  of  that  road  are  these  people 
forced  to  live  in  huts  unworthy  of  human  habitation  and  being  paid  a 
pittance.  Your  conscience  gets  you  to  the  point  where  you  wish  to  do 
something.  You  decide  initially  to  do  something  on  a  warm  personal 
basis,  so  you  buy  some  candy  and  a  few  games,  go  over  to  the  migrant 
worker's  camp  and  befriend  a  child  or  two.  You  might  even  go  into 
the  second  stage  and  decide  to  avail  yourself  of  some  organized  benev- 
olence by  relating  these  boys  and  girls  to  a  local  troop  of  Boy  Scouts 
or  Girl  Scouts  or  the  nearby  "Y"„   But  is  it  not  true  that  if  you 
really  cared  about  the  plight  of  those  people  this  would  not  be  enough 
for  you J  You  would  also  become  concerned  about  sanitation  standards, 
building  codes.,  the  minimum  wage.,  education  for  migrant  children. 
Your  sincerity  would  get  you  talking  with  other  people  about  these 
matters.  Eventually  you  would  be  making  your  way  to  Albany  or  Sacra- 
mento or  Lansing  and  Washington,  D.  C.I  If  we  wish  to  do  more  than 
put  verbal  band-aids  over  the  wounds  of  people,  we  will  of  necessity 
involve  ourselves  in  changing  the  structures  from  what  they  are  to 
what  they  ought  to  be. 

I  am  quite  willing  to  acknowledge  that  this  is  a  troubling  and 
troublesome  area.  We  come  to  the  church  looking  for  rest  and  refuge 
and  find  that  the  very  place  of  refuge  is  disquieting.   It  must  have 
been  easier  to  have  been  part  of  a  minority  that  had  no  responsibility 
for  change  than  it  is  to  be  in  the  kind  of  position  in  which  the 
American  church  finds  itself  today.  I  am  convinced,  however,  that  w 
when  we  involve  ourselves  in  what  is  commonly  called  "social  action,58 
we  are  not  leaving  Christ,  we  are  following  Christ,  for  He  is  already 
there  before  us.  And  however  controversial  the  way  may  be,  we  must 
be  faithful  to  it.  This  does  not  mean  that  we  will  always  have  a 
consensus  as  to  what  program  should  be  backed,  or  what  legislation 
is  desirable.  It  does  mean  that  we  will  be  united  in  a  common  commit- 
ment to  change  the  way  things  are  to  the  way  things  ought  to  be. 


/ 
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This  is  where  God  is,  with  the  hungry*  the  thirsty,  the  stranger., 
the  naked,  the  sick,  the  imprisoned,,  And  this  is  where  we  will  be  if 
we  take  our  calling  seriously.  Besides,  we  have  a  bright  word  of 
promise  to  keep  us  at  it  with  all  diligence,  that  famous  "inasmuch" 
of  Jesus j  "Inasmuch  as  ye  have  done  it  unto  one  of  the  least  of  these 
my  brethern,  ye  have  done  it  unto  me." 

Closing  Prayer 

Help  us,  0  Lord  to  stand  with  Thee 

in  Thy  ministry  to  the  least  of  earth. 

Challenge  the  selfishness  that  we  call  prudencej 

The  stinginess  that  we  call  cautionj 

The  inattentiveness  to  others  that  we  call  tolerance. 

So  possess  us,  0  God, 

That  we  may  be  agents  of  Thy  Mercy  - 
And  Thy  justice. 

Through  Jesus  Christ,  our  Lord,    Amen, 


(Note;  All  rights  reserved.  No  part  of  this  sermon  may  be  reproduced 
in  any  printed  form  without  permission  in  writing  from  Dr,  Campbell,) 


